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Introduction
Academic libraries have offered credit courses since
the late 1800s and have long been divided over their merit and
feasibility. As new interest in library instruction developed in
the 1960s, librarians examined the stand-alone, credit-bearing
course in comparison to other forms of instruction. At the first
Library Orientation Conference organized by Eastern Michigan
University in 1971, James Kennedy argued strongly against it
and in favor of course-related instruction; yet a few years later
Jacquelyn Morris wrote “a philosophical defense of a credit
course” (Holder, 2010; Kennedy, 1971; Morris, 1980). Library
instruction, both course-related and stand-alone, was clearly
on the rise in the 1970s. In a survey conducted by LOEX in
1973 and again in 1979 the percentage of libraries offering
credit courses increased from 22% to 42% (Kirkendall, 1980,
p. 31). In 1987, however, it was down to 29%. Starting in the
1980s the credit-course declined in popularity even as courseintegrated instruction continued to rise (Mensching, 1989). The
percentage probably remains low today.1 Among the problems
cited for this decline are low enrollment, understaffing, and
failure to reach students at the point of need (Kirkendall, 1980,
p. 37; Mensching, 1989, p. 9).
At Oakland University’s Kresge Library we have
developed strategies to address these challenges when
implementing our credit-bearing online library courses. Since
2008 we have offered a fully online, credit-bearing course to
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our undergraduate students. The course went from two to four
credits in the fall of 2009, and in 2010 was approved as both
a “knowledge application” and writing intensive course in the
university’s General Education program.
Library instruction at Oakland University takes
several forms, all related to two distinct issues: for-credit and
not-for-credit, stand-alone or course-related. Those options can
be represented as follows:

Each scenario has benefits and challenges. At Oakland,
as in many similar institutions, one-shot instruction is the most
common form of delivery, followed by the credit course. We
chose to develop a stand-alone credit course in order to address
directly the growing complexity of the research environment.
By offering a full course, the librarians would be able to
emphasize critical thinking skills that are applicable across
disciplines, rather than just focus on skills for course-specific
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assignments that may not be transferable.
This paper will examine two key strategies we used to
ensure the success of the credit course: contextualization and
university curriculum integration. We believe these strategies
effectively address some of the most serious challenges
librarians have faced in the past when implementing standalone credit courses.

Designing LIB250
Kresge Library’s first credit-bearing course, LIB200,
was two credits rather than four. We felt at the time that a smaller
credit load would make the course more broadly appealing
to students, and might also be more convenient for students
to fit into their plans of study. However, once we applied for
General Education consideration we learned that the credit load
would have to increase in order for the class to be eligible for
the “knowledge application” category of General Education.
Because four-credit courses are standard fare at Oakland, we
opted to align our credit load with the norm, thus the expansion
of LIB200 to the four-credit LIB250 course.
LIB250 targets beginner to intermediate students.
While the library reaches the great majority of freshmen
through instruction integrated into the required composition
course (WRT160), transfer students often get no exposure to
library instruction. LIB250 is an attempt to reach the population
of transfer students, while offering students who already took
WRT160 an opportunity to develop the skills and knowledge
they acquired in the brief library portion of that course. The
main objectives of LIB250 are to make students aware of the
need to approach information critically, to familiarize them with
information resources and methods, and to help them evaluate
and use resources appropriately in the academic setting. The
LIB250 learning outcomes (see Appendix A) are roughly based
on the ACRL standards but are adjusted to fit the course strategy
of contextualizing information literacy, as we will show below.2
Stand-alone, credit-bearing information literacy
instruction is often criticized for its lack of content and lack of
integration; for example, Grafstein noted in a 2002 article, “The
risk is that of isolating entirely information-seeking skills from
knowledge, thereby losing sight of information-seeking skills
as a tool whose ultimate goal is the synthesis of information
into knowledge” (2002, p. 200). Similarly, in response to
Owusu-Ansah’s plea for an information literacy curriculum,
Zabel asserts that the “…linkage between information literacy
instruction and coursework is the basis of any meaningful
instruction by librarians. Information literacy cannot survive in
a vacuum” (2004, p.19). The “vacuum” argument encompasses
the conceptual problem of disciplinary content as well as the
practical issue of the free-floating IL course, unattached to any
major or curriculum requirement. Kresge Library adopted two
strategies to address these problems.
Strategy One: Contextualization
The first strategy is to contextualize the practice of
research tools and processes by introducing students to the
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economic, political and social context in which information
is produced, managed and used. The learning outcomes for
LIB250 incorporate such an objective. This contextualization
enables students to move beyond the mechanics of searching
and to critically assess the information tools and products they
use. It encourages the development of critical information
literacy skills that students can transfer to other courses and
beyond.
A central argument supporting credit-bearing
information literacy courses is the issue of instructional time—
both quality and quantity—that is afforded to librarians in a
one-shot session. When collaborating with classroom faculty,
librarians are often limited not only by time, but also by the
parameters of a specific assignment. This generally allows only
for an overview of specific tools and a description of library
resources. Under these constraining conditions, note Webber
and Johnston, a student “may gain a few tactics which enable
him or her to negotiate some specific information sources,” but
this is a far cry from becoming information literate (2000, p.
385). Taking this approach only feeds the impression that it is
normal for students to “just muddle through their research and
perform with minimal skill” (Badke, 2010, p. 132).3
Student motivation is also a key issue. Students in a
one-shot session are often only motivated to learn about library
resources because of an impending course deadline; however,
this approach, which relies on external motivation, offers no
guarantee that students will truly understand or care about
finding the best resources, as long as they find some resources.
Furthermore it is not clear that students will know how to
apply the skills they learned to other contexts. Transferring
this tool-based approach to the semester-long framework of a
credit course is not desirable or even possible. Devoting a full
semester to the mechanics of searching or the discovery of
specific resources would most likely turn students off. Instead,
the span of the four-credit course provides the opportunity to
offer content that will increase students’ intrinsic motivation.4
In fact, Owusu-Ansah declares, “Credit offerings command the
attention of students, faculty, and administrators and serve as
the key indicator of what an institution considers essential in the
education of its students” (2007, p. 417).
We agree with the critics of the credit course that
information literacy cannot successfully be taught in a
vacuum. This is why LIB250 seeks to lead students to a better
understanding of “the world of information” broadly defined. This
strategy is encouraged by the proponents of critical information
literacy instruction. Elmborg notes that there are two definitions
of information literacy: instrumental and educational; while the
former considers information literacy as a set of technical skills,
the latter sees it as “a culturally situated phenomenon based in
the way communities construct meaning and belonging” (2006,
p. 193). Elmborg stresses that information literacy skills should
not be reduced to universal standards deprived of a social and
cultural context, and that information literacy is embedded in
fast-changing cultural situations (2006, p. 195). Consequently,
“[i]nformation literacy… is more than a set of acquired skills.
It involves the comprehension of an entire system of thought
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and the ways that information flows in that system. Ultimately,
it also involves the capacity to critically evaluate the system
itself” (Elmborg 2006, p.196).
In practice, this means that students need to learn the
way information functions in various contexts—such as higher
education, the workplace, or the family. But, as Elmborg puts it,
“learning them need not involve an unquestioning acceptance of
the accompanying world view” (2006, p. 198). In fact, students
should also be encouraged to develop a critical perspective on
what they learn.
Supporters of critical library instruction offer new
approaches to traditional topics of library instruction (Elmborg,
2006; Franks, 2010). Teaching critical information literacy
moves away from the prescriptive approach (teaching the
“right way” to do things) toward an exploratory approach
designed to stimulate critical thinking. This approach informs
all modules of LIB250 (see Appendix B). As an example, in
the module on the World Wide Web, the following points are
covered: the Internet, the deep Web, how Google works, results
manipulation (SEO and content farms), results personalization
in Google, techniques to improve searches, and the evaluation
of search results. The instructor relies on a variety of formats to
give students some understanding of how search engines work;
for example, students first view a video about “How Google
Works” (Google, 2010), then read parts of Blown to Bits:
Your Life, Liberty and Happiness after the Digital Explosion
(Abelson, Ledeen & Lewis, 2008). While the Google video
insists on the relevance and transparency of its search results,
Blown to Bits demonstrates how results can be skewed. The
comparison between the two sources encourages students to
evaluate search results more critically. A series of brief activities
is then offered to allow students time to experience ways that
the concepts presented have an actual impact on searching.
Students are asked to compare a search for “undocumented
immigrants” and “illegal immigrants” and to explain the reasons
for the different results. They are also presented with a number
of search statements and asked to evaluate the quality of the
search strategy. Finally, students participate in a discussion
around the question: What are the benefits and drawbacks of
results personalization in Google?
Strategy 2: Incorporate into the
General Education Curriculum
For-credit, stand-alone library courses are often
accused of lacking curricular integration. Zabel argues that
librarians should focus on embedding instruction in existing
subject courses rather than spend time and energy creating new
library courses. The difficulty of adding a required course to
the curriculum and the burden it imposes on students are strong
deterrents (Zabel, 2004, pp. 18-19), and if the library course is
just an elective, students have no external motivation to take it.
We agree that integration is a necessity for library
instruction, but it does not have to take the form of course
integration, as Zabel argues. Rather, it can be integrated into
the curriculum, either through a learning community (Johnson,
Arendall, Shochet, & Duncan, 2010), or through the General
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Education program (Cardwell & Boff, 2010). Owusu-Ansah
notes that library instruction “has an important role to play
in the general education of the undergraduate” (2001, p. 9).
Integration into the general education curriculum demonstrates
the relevance of information literacy and the library’s teaching
responsibility to the core mission of the university – to give
students a broad base of knowledge and transferrable skills
which will allow them to thrive in their major.
At Oakland University we chose to incorporate
LIB250 into the General Education curriculum. This was made
easier by the fact that information literacy is already recognized
as a cross-cutting capacity of the General Education program.
It is identified as one of the necessary skills for success and
lifelong learning: “Information literacy addresses the need
for students to develop the skills to investigate problems on
their own once they graduate” (Oakland University, 2012). We
actually built upon this recognition of the role of information
literacy when creating our library course to meet General
Education requirements. We saw that such a course would
fit well in the “knowledge application” category, which is
designed “to encourage students to explore the ways in which
knowledge can be applied in areas outside their own field of
study.” We made the case to the General Education Committee
that LIB250 met the knowledge application learning outcomes:
that students demonstrate the ability to apply prior knowledge
to solve problems across a range of disciplines, and demonstrate
knowledge of the personal, professional, ethical and societal
implications of these applications. We argued that LIB250
would help students make connections across courses.
Because our course was designed to show students
not only how to find information but also how to use it, we
decided the course could meet the General Education writing
intensive requirement as well. We did so by requiring students
to produce a major paper at the end of the course, with the steps
of the research process broken into several small assignments
throughout the semester.
After LIB250 gained these General Education
attributes, enrollment reached 25, its maximum capacity, in the
Fall of 2011. The course now operates in the framework of a
program whose objectives and place in the curriculum students
can easily understand. Furthermore the students can connect
the library course to their previous coursework or major, as
its content and assignments encourage them to apply prior
knowledge to problem solving in a field of their own choosing.
Student evaluations have so far been largely positive.

Conclusion
Offering courses that are simultaneously stand-alone
and integrated into the university’s curriculum is a novel
initiative at Oakland University, and still a rare one at North
American colleges. It allows the library to take its full place
as an academic unit on campus, and the librarians to fully
join the ranks of the teaching faculty. For students, however,
stand-alone library courses are only one entry into information
literacy training. At Oakland University, it is intended as a
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first step toward the expansion of course offerings that would
allow advanced students to acquire discipline-specific research
skills, building upon the skills and knowledge acquired through
LIB250.
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APPENDIX A: LIB250 LEARNING OUTCOMES
LIB250 learning outcomes
1) Students will be able to discuss how information
sources originate and operate in their broader
socio- economic and political contexts
2) Students will gain interdisciplinary proficiency in
seeking information via the World Wide Web
and via electronic subscription databases and
library search tools.
3) Students will be able to explain how libraries use
technology for information organization,
storage, and retrieval, and adapt their search
behavior accordingly.
4) Students will critically evaluate information.

5) Students will use successful strategies to incorporate
selected information into the research process.
6) Students will be able to give examples of informationrelated issues affecting libraries and higher
education as well as society as a whole,
especially ethical issues.

ACRL standards
Standard 1: “The information literate student determines
the nature and extent of the information
needed”
Standard 2: “The information literate student accesses
needed information effectively and efficiently.”
Standard 2: “The information literate student accesses
needed information effectively and efficiently.”
Standard 3: “The information literate student evaluates
information and its sources critically and
incorporates selected information into his or her
knowledge base and value system.”
Standard 3 (summary, analysis and synthesis) / Standard
4 (citation)
Standard 5: “The information literate student
understands many of the economic, legal, and
social issues surrounding the use of information
and accesses and uses information ethically and
legally.”

APPENDIX B: LIB250 COURSE OUTLINE
Overview of the information age
social and economic impact of information technologies, importance of information
competencies and the role of libraries.
The world wide web and search engines
how the web was created, how it works, the difference between the open and deep web.
how search engines work and how to use them successfully
Types of academic sources
scholarly publications and peer review
different types of academic resources and their uses
The research process
the research cycle
how to identify a topic and formulate research questions
Search strategies
keyword searching and known item searching
bibliographic records and how to mine them
The organization of information
principles of organization of information, information retrieval and metadata
call numbers, subject headings, tags
Discipline specific resources and methods
disciplinary needs
primary and secondary sources
Evaluation of information
evaluation of websites and crowdsourcing
understanding bias
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The packaging of information
gathering and organizing citations
citation management systems
creating bibliographies
The ethics of information use
copyright and open access; plagiarism
The future of libraries and digital technologies
recent trends and issues in libraries and information technology
disintermediation in informtion discovery and the future role of libraries
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